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Examining the Accessibility and Quality of Early Help Information on Three UK Local Authority Websites
Introduction 

Early Help is considered a crucial part of the UK’s safeguarding framework and aims to ensure that children and families receive timely support before difficulties escalate to statutory social care (DEDLUHC, 2022; Selwyn, 2022). National policy guidance emphasises that Early Help forms part of a coordinated, multi-agency system designed to reduce risk, strengthen family resilience, and prevent higher-level interventions (DEDLUHC, 2022). These preventative approaches are grounded in statutory duties established in the Children Act 1989 and the Children Act 2004, which require local authorities and their partners to safeguard children and promote welfare (Department for Education, 2025).

Increasingly, local authority websites act as a primary point of contact for families seeking support, meaning that the clarity and accessibility of online Early Help information is significant (Ofsted, 2023). Effective digital signposting enables families to navigate services, understand referral pathways, and access help at the earliest opportunity, aligning with the principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2025).

This report examines how three local authorities: Leicestershire, Southwark, and Nottinghamshire present Early Help information on their websites. It will provide an explanation of the Early Help framework and multi-agency working, before analysing each website individually and comparing their overall accessibility and quality, and recommendations for improvement. Relevant statutory guidance, academic literature and local authority documents are used throughout to support analysis.


 Explanation of the Early Help System

Early Help suggests a framework of support designed to find and address emerging necessities of children and families at the earliest opportunity (DEDLUHC, 2022). The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide defines Early Help as a strengths-based, whole-family approach delivered collaboratively by a range of agencies, intended to prevent escalation to statutory intervention (DEDLUHC, 2022). This system is underpinned by statutory duties established in the Children Act 1989 and Children Act 2004, which demands local authorities to safeguard and promote children’s welfare and promote inter-agency cooperation.

Early Help can address issues such as parenting challenges, behavioural concerns, mental health difficulties, school attendance, relationship issues and wider social stressors. Academic evidence highlights the value of Early Help: Selwyn (2022) identifies improvements in child wellbeing and reductions in crisis intervention where Early Help is well implemented. Similarly, Webb (2023) demonstrates that higher spending on Early Help and family support is associated with lower rates of children entering statutory social care.

The Early Help system relies on clear local pathways, accessible information, and joined-up working between partners. Taylor, Drayton and McBride (2021) emphasise the complexity of Early Help systems, noting that clarity in design and consistent communication are essential for families and professionals. National evaluations also show variation in Early Help provision and integration across local authorities (Ofsted, 2022).

Although Early Help is intended for all families, access is not always equal. Sapiets et al. (2023) found that families of children with developmental disabilities often face delays due to unclear pathways and complex systems. These issues reflect wider national concerns about inconsistent Early Help provision (Ofsted, 2022; Ofsted, 2023). Clearer signposting is therefore essential to ensure all families can benefit from early support (DEDLUHC, 2022).

Early Help is a core component of the national Supporting Families Programme (DEDLUHC, 2022), which aims to strengthen multi-agency working and deliver coordinated support to families facing multiple challenges. Consequently, the clarity and accessibility of Early Help information on local authority websites is key to supporting families in navigating available services.


Explanation of Multi-Agency Working 

Multi-agency working involves professionals from different services and sectors working together in a coordinated way to support children and families and address their needs effectively (Ofsted, 2023; Department for Education, 2025; Walker, 2020). It is a statutory requirement outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2025), which emphasises shared responsibility across local authorities, health services, police, education and voluntary organisations (Dixon et al., 2022). Early Help relies heavily on agencies working together effectively, as coordinated inter-agency practice allows families to access timely and proportionate assistance. (DEDLUHC, 2022; Dixon et al., 2022).

Academic research underlines both the benefits and challenges of multi-agency working. Walker (2020) argues that while collaboration improves holistic assessments and shared understanding of need, it also requires alignment across professional cultures and systems. Information sharing is a recurrent challenge: Smart et al. (2021) found that practitioners often experience uncertainty around data sharing, consent and responsibilities, which can delay support. Dixon et al. (2022) emphasise the importance of professionals learning from each other to strengthen multi-agency safeguarding practice.

National inspections indicate variation in multi-agency Early Help collaboration. Ofsted (2023) reports that many areas struggle to prioritise Early Help due to resource pressures and lack of shared systems. Similarly, Ofsted (2022) found that Early Help arrangements differ widely, affecting consistency of support.

Local operational frameworks demonstrate multi-agency practice in action. Nottingham’s MASH provides a single point for multi-agency safeguarding referrals (Nottingham City Council, 2025), while Southwark’s Threshold Guide clarifies levels of need and when Early Help or statutory intervention is appropriate (South East London ICS, 2019). Leicestershire’s Multi-Agency Referral Form (2025) also reflects structured collaborative processes.

Overall, multi-agency working is essential for Early Help, ensuring coordinated assessment, shared responsibility and consistent support. Clear digital communication, such as through local authority websites plays an important role in making these pathways transparent for families.


 Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites 

  Leicestershire

Leicestershire County Council’s Early Help page offers a clear but basic explanation of Early Help, stating that it supports families experiencing emerging difficulties before problems escalate (Leicestershire County Council, 2025). While the information is accurate and aligns with national guidance (DEDLUHC, 2022), it is text-heavy and lacks visual or interactive resources that could enhance accessibility (Smart et al., 2021). Navigation is moderate: Early Help is not prominently displayed on the homepage, and families may need to search through several sections to locate it. This aligns with concerns raised by Ofsted (2023) that Early Help information is often less visible than statutory safeguarding content.

The page lists types of support available but lacks detailed explanation of the Early Help Assessment, the role of different agencies or what families can expect during the process, despite national guidance stressing clarity and transparency (Department for Education, 2025). Leicestershire’s safeguarding information is stronger: the “Report Abuse or Neglect” page provides clear instructions, including emergency contacts, enabling families to easily understand safeguarding routes (Leicestershire County Council, 2025). This aligns with expectations in the Children Act 1989 and Children Act 2004 regarding clear access to safeguarding pathways.

Professional-facing resources are robust, including the Multi-Agency Referral Form (Leicestershire County Council, 2025) and links to the Leicestershire & Rutland Safeguarding Board’s policies and threshold documents (Leicestershire and Rutland Safeguarding Board, 2025). These reflect strong multi-agency structures, aligning with Walker’s (2020) analysis of collaborative practice.

However, the Early Help information is not well integrated with these resources and appears isolated rather than part of a broader family support system (Ofsted, 2022). Overall, strengths include clear safeguarding and professional information; weaknesses include limited accessibility, few visual aids, and insufficient family-friendly design.

 Southwark Council

Southwark provides one of the most comprehensive Early Help online offers. The “About Early Help” page clearly outlines what Early Help is, the groups of children and families eligible for Early Help and the specific areas of support the service covers (Southwark Council, 2025). The language is simple and family-friendly, aligning with the whole-family, preventative model described in national guidance (DEDLUHC, 2022).

Navigation is strong: Early Help pages are easy to find within the Children and Families section, and related content is clearly linked. The “Extra Early Help” page provides structured levels of support, distinguishing between universal, targeted and more intensive forms of help (Southwark Council, 2025). This aligns with Southwark’s Multi-Agency Threshold Guide (South East London ICS, 2019), which offers clear thresholds consistent with Working Together expectations (Department for Education, 2025). This clarity supports transparency around multi-agency processes (Dixon et al., 2022).

The site outlines practical information such as how families can request help, the role of Early Help practitioners, and examples of support including parenting, emotional wellbeing, and school attendance. This reflects the comprehensive Early Help aims highlighted by Selwyn (2022) and Taylor et al. (2021).

A limitation is the reliance on text rather than multimedia; families with literacy difficulties or language barriers may find this challenging (Smart et al., 2021). Nevertheless, the clarity and coherence of Southwark’s Early Help information are strong relative to other authorities.

Nottinghamshire County Council

Nottinghamshire presents Early Help mainly through its Early Years and Family Hubs webpage (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). The page is visually appealing, easy to navigate, and written in simple language, making it highly accessible (Smart et al., 2021). The Family Hubs model aligns with national policy under the Supporting Families Programme (DEDLUHC, 2022) and reflects research emphasising the importance of early childhood support (Selwyn, 2022).

However, the term “Early Help” is used inconsistently, and families may not immediately recognise that Family Hubs deliver Early Help services. This inconsistency reflects national findings that Early Help pathways are often unclear for families (Ofsted, 2023). The information provided focuses on early childhood, potentially limiting relevance for families with older children. Nonetheless, the site includes clear descriptions of services, locations and opening hours.

Because Nottinghamshire County and Nottingham City have separate safeguarding arrangements, the presence of Nottingham City’s MASH information (Nottingham City Council, 2025) may confuse some families. However, the MASH page is itself clear, aligning with multi-agency principles outlined in Working Together (Department for Education, 2025).

Overall strengths include strong visual presentation, accessibility and alignment with national initiatives. Weaknesses include inconsistent terminology, limited multi-agency detail and lack of explicit Early Help process explanation.


 Comparative Analysis

Significant variation exists across the three local authority websites in terms of accessibility, clarity and comprehensiveness of Early Help information. Southwark provides the most structured and detailed Early Help offer, with clear distinctions between levels of need and strong alignment to threshold guidance (South East London ICS, 2019). This clarity reflects best practice in Early Help systems (Taylor et al., 2021). Nottinghamshire provides the best family-friendly design, with accessible language and visual presentation, while Leicestershire offers strong professional resources but comparatively weak family-facing Early Help content.

In terms of accessibility, Nottinghamshire is strongest due to its clear layout and engaging design (Smart et al., 2021). Southwark also performs well, though it relies more heavily on text. Leicestershire ranks lowest, as its Early Help content is less visible and more difficult to navigate, reflecting national concerns that Early Help often lacks prominence compared to statutory safeguarding (Ofsted, 2023).

Regarding comprehensiveness, Southwark excels: its pages provide detailed explanations of support, extra early help, referral routes and multi-agency structures, reflecting the expectations of Working Together (Department for Education, 2025). Nottinghamshire provides less detail and inconsistent terminology, while Leicestershire’s content is basic and lacks process clarity, intended for professionals more.

A brief mention of inequalities is also relevant. While not a central theme of this analysis, research indicates that families of children with developmental disabilities often experience inconsistent access to Early Help due to unclear referral pathways (Sapiets et al., 2023). This highlights the importance of clear website information for preventing disparities.

Overall, Southwark appears to provide the most effective Early Help signposting, combining clarity, structured information and alignment with national guidance. Nottinghamshire demonstrates strong accessibility and user experience, while Leicestershire requires greater improvement in family-facing clarity.


Conclusion and Recommendations 

This report evaluated the digital communication of Early Help services by Leicestershire, Southwark and Nottinghamshire information to families via their local authority websites. While all three provide relevant material, there are considerable differences in quality and accessibility. Southwark offers the most comprehensive and structured explanation of Early Help, with clear thresholds and referral routes. Nottinghamshire provides highly accessible and visually engaging content but lacks consistent Early Help terminology. Leicestershire provides strong professional safeguarding documents but offers limited family-focused Early Help information and less intuitive navigation.

Drawing on expectations set within key national frameworks, including Working Together (Department for Education, 2025) and the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide (DEDLUHC, 2022), several recommendations emerge:
· Make Early Help information prominent on homepages.
· Use clear, family-friendly language and consistent terminology.
· Provide visual resources such as flowcharts showing referral pathways.
· Offer downloadable guides and multimedia formats.
· Integrate Early Help information clearly with safeguarding and professional resources.
· Ensure transparency around thresholds and processes (South East London ICS, 2019; Leicestershire County Council, 2025).

Improving the clarity and accessibility of online Early Help signposting will support families in accessing timely support, strengthen multi-agency collaboration and contribute to improved outcomes for children (Department for Education, 2025; Ofsted, 2023; Smart et., 2021).
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